This article explores the aspirations of first-year university students in a particular socio-geographic context, by juxtaposing this context with those of Western universities in the 1970s. The rhizomatic analysis enables student voices and personal narratives to complement, extend and undercut the words of published researchers and of the university administration. As with other rhizomatic analyses, its non-linear structure, without evident beginning and ending, permits readers to begin at any point, making multiple connections between nodes.
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In the United States, educators have been focusing on the first-year experience for nearly three decades, with national conferences and research centers now proliferating. For example, the 30 th Annual Conference on the First-Year Experience took place in Atlanta, Georgia in 2011. Other Western countries have also seen increasing focus on the FYE. In 2008, the Higher Education Academy in the United
Kingdom published a national report on the first-year experience (Yorke and Longden 2008) ; and in the same year the first South African conference on the first-year experience took place.
Despite this rich and pervasive work, however, many individual first-year students in my research felt less empowered than their more senior counterparts:
No, most of our lecturers don't know our names this year. Maybe they're waiting to see if we survive first year. Then they'll think it's worth putting some effort into us.

It's like sink or swim -if we swim then they'll take us seriously next year. (James White 1 , first-year student)
For the past ten years, I have coordinated the First-Year Communications
Program at Curtin University, in Perth, Western Australia, which provides compulsory semester-length credit-bearing academic communications units (called "courses" or "programs" in other institutions; generally called "first-year seminars" in the US) to most first-year students of Humanities, and Science and Engineering. I often see our role as to walk alongside the students for the first semester of their course, but I have never before taken the chance to go with them into their discipline-based classes. For the past two years, I have undertaken an auto-ethnographic research project to create a snapshot of the first-year students in this university, exploring their views about what constitutes learning, and about the conditions that enable and hamper this learning. In 1 All student names in this article are pseudonyms, but their details are accurate.
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the writing that arises from this project, I place their voices alongside the voices of their teachers and the senior administration in the institution. As part of this project, I have observed urban planning and medical imaging lectures, and ecology and engineering workshops, and interviewed fifteen volunteer students from these two Faculties. I recruited these latter students by sending invitations through other Communications lecturers, rather than conducting research with my own students, which would have raised issues of conflict of interest. Those who answered the invitation were atypical of the general student cohort -there was a larger proportion of mature-aged students (that is, students over 19 years old), a much smaller proportion of overseas students, and most were confident and even outspoken, prepared to contact a lecturer they did not know in order to volunteer their participation. In a later article I will analyse this volunteer group, and examine how the group composition might have shaped the voices I was hearing. The group consisted of 4 female students and 11 males, with only 4 of them having come to university directly from school. Two of the 15 came from homes in which English was not the first language, but both were extremely fluent and confident in English. A sixteenth student volunteered to be interviewed, gave me a piece of reflexive writing about his first year at university (not a required part of the process), but then left university before I could interview him, and did not leave a contact address. Despite the fact that I was not able to interview him, I have chosen to include his written voice in my research because it is one of the often-silenced voices of those who leave university before completing their studies.
Their different voices now resonate with my own voices as teacher, academic, reflective practitioner, colleague and student (current postgraduate student;
undergraduate student in the early 1970s), with the voices of published researchers in many fields (tertiary education, academic literacy, critical theory, feminism, postmodern 6 research, and so on), and with the diverse voices of the institution in which I work. My choice of the rhizome enables me to interleave my students' and colleagues' voices with the voices of the institution and of academic researchers, in a transversal construction that by its nature can never be finite: it is hesitant, partial and ambiguous (Clifford 1986; Crang 2005; Denzin 1997; Lather 1991) , but as such aims to construct a rich map that values the voices of the students and myself alongside those of academia and the institution.
My decision to interleave the voices of current students with my own narratives of undergraduate study in the 1970s and of academic work in the early 21st century has also been shaped by the work of the many feminist auto-ethnographers who struggle with the challenges of integrating personal narrative and theory (e.g. Kondo 1990; Mankekar 1999; Narayan 1993 They are caught up in market logic and bureaucratic jargon. (Giroux 1992, 16) Henry Giroux made this comment in a published conversation with unnamed colleagues at Miami University in Oxford, Ohio, where he had been a professor of education for most of the 1980s. In this position he was seen by many as "a leading spokesperson for radical education in America today" (Giroux 1992, 10 
Node: Institutional voice: Curtin University Office of Strategy and Planning
It is impossible to find a physical location for this node -I reach it only through an online enquiry form, through which I apply for statistics on the current first-year students. An email reply arrives. The diversity is further articulated in a recent study of 1300 WA university students:
Diverse student cohorts:  varied disciplines. (Kinnear et al. 2008) Node: Student voices: the demands of work
Many current students need to work a significant number of hours a week in order to support themselves and to pay fees, since undergraduate scholarships are now almost non-existent. Time demands are particularly complex for the mature-aged students. In addition to working in order to survive, some of these students support partners and children, and many run their own households. 
I'm working 16 hours a week. I'm driving a forklift at the moment. I've got "Working in High-Risk Areas" tickets and qualifications, and I'm just trying to get the biggest hourly rate I can, and retail doesn't do that. (Rob Jackson)
Node: Student voices of the 1960s
The era of student activism was brief and dramatic throughout Western countries. Todd
Gitlin, a member of the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) organisation which was in the forefront of the movement in the US, presents it as an almost religious movement:
At their strongest, the movements of the Sixties amounted to an incomplete The younger research participants reported studying on campus, but all the mature-aged ones chose to study at home when they were not in classes. None of the students had joined the student guild, and only one reported becoming involved in campus activities beyond her own department -a mature-aged student who had decided to spend more Phillips' determination to increase her employability is a reminder that the economic conditions today's students face are very different from those my contemporaries faced on graduating.
Node: Researcher voices: student engagement on campus
By studying at home and working many hours of paid work each week, students lack the experience of campus life that was considered valuable in earlier decades, and that underpinned student activism, as well as involvement in university sporting, cultural and social communities. This detachment is exacerbated in Western Australia because most students live in private accommodation some distance away from campus. (Only one of the fifteen participants lived on campus -a mature-aged international student who chose not to involve himself with any student groups.) In an echo of Henry Giroux's complaint, McInnis, James and McNaught (1995) claim that lack of time on campus also reduces students' critical engagement with their discipline: 
Node: Researcher voices: students from diverse backgrounds
Consistent and thorough documentation supports the learning of the great majority of students by helping them to understand how each unit fits within their course, and how they can complete and succeed in each assignment. This is particularly important because of the increase in the number of students from diverse backgrounds who have not internalised middle-class professional expectations in their home life and schooling (Lea and Street 1998; Lillis and Turner 2001) .
Node: Student voices: acceptance of bureaucracy
Students keep a tally of the marks they have gained as the semester progresses, and most limit themselves to activities that attract marks. They expect assessment to be consistent, and the majority accept (and indeed welcome) the authority of the university.
This system has also created a clear distinction between those students who are aiming for high marks throughout their course and those who are satisfied with bare passes, because it gives students an early idea of their progress in many units, and allows them to adjust their efforts to suit their goals. The creative individualist may, however, find such regimentation stultifying.
Node: Faculty voices: technical and clerical demands
It is not only the students who are affected by the "market logic and bureaucratic jargon" criticised by Giroux -the entire university system is structured on this basis.
Academics at Curtin University are being caught up, with much complaint, in the increased technical and clerical demands of bureaucratic university systems:
The new documentation system we are required to use is a very significant change from the one we have used previously. A lot of the sections are inappropriate for anything but run-of-the-mill teaching. I find it all dismaying.
[Colleague]
Until ten years ago, some of my colleagues had secretaries type out their unit outlines and student handouts. Now all academics have to be able to use complex templates to produce documents that follow guidelines designed to protect the university against criticism, complaints and legal cases. They are also required to prepare their own audiovisual aids for formal presentations and posters; upload student materials onto electronic portals; compile class lists and submit exam results electronically; and follow stringent technical processes to submit documents for publication. This bureaucratic load has filled up the hours they might have devoted in the past to professional research, or to building their collegial communities and networks. Participant student Peter Primrose, whose father is an academic, had noticed changes in his father's work patterns over the past decade: suggested that students tend to resist critical pedagogies and concepts, and to support the institutional and societal status quo. While the sixties and early seventies saw a temporary rise in student activism, this was an exceptional period. Nevertheless, some radical voices still challenge oppressive hierarchies in the university and in society at large. Michelle Fine (1994, 78) 
Node: Student uUppity voices
Two of the fifteen student participants also spoke in uppity voices, challenging the rigidity of both students and teachers. One of them reflected on a major group assignment he had just completed in his first semester of study in which the students had been invited to be as creative as they could: (Alan Grove, aged 19, had worked for one year after leaving school.)
Unlike Wright and Primrose, Grove came from a rural working-class background, and had no family support for university study. We had several informal conversations about university courses that might provide him with more opportunities to think critically than the one he was enrolled in, and about professions in which his uppity voice might speak. He did not complete most of his first-semester units, however, and disappeared abruptly from campus at the end of the semester, leaving no contact details with the university system.
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Node: Uppity voice of Henry Giroux Giroux (1996) (Giroux 1996, 8) Wright's desire to make a wave rather than just bob around resonates with Giroux here, as does Primrose's sense of wanting to ask challenging questions by poking the stick in the right hole. Perhaps Grove will return to university study in the future. He was certainly one student not seeking to be a technician or a clerk. 
